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In Dialogue for Democracy
R. M. Unger’s Pragmatist Vision of Democratic Experimentalism 
and Explorations of Democracy in Luce Irigaray
Abstract
The paper focuses on R. M. Unger’s pragmatist vision of democratic experimentalism and 
its possible application to the area of contemporary intercultural philosophy. The paper 
connects the field of American pragmatism’s political and social thought (Dewey, Rorty, 
Unger) with the contemporary pressing issues of intercultural philosophy. In the second 
part, Unger’s philosophy is put into a dialogue with the philosophy of Luce Irigaray, thus 
opening a new platform for the ethico-political vision of democracy in the era of globaliza-
tion. The analysis of the democratic experimentalism therefore states itself as an alternative 
project of political ethics and Unger’s and Irigaray’s projects of democratic experimental-





mocracy	 as	 discussed	by	 two	 contemporary	 thinkers:	 the	Brazilian-Ameri-
can	pragmatist	philosopher	Roberto	Mangabeira	Unger	and	French	feminist	
philosopher	Luce	Irigaray.	Following	their	idiosyncratic	proposals	for	demo-
cratic	 change	 I	will	 try	 to	 put	 both	 philosophers	 into	 dialogue.	By	 calling	
them	“two	prophets	of	democracy”	and	by	invoking	also	their	 intercultural	







Which	 useful	 links	 connect	 pragmatist	 and	 poststructuralist	 thought	 in	 the	
domain	of	politics	and	ethics?	In	her	most	recent	book	Transpositions	Rosi	
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Derrida),	Braidotti	 also	 draws	 heavily	 on	Luce	 Irigaray,	 labelling	 her	 as	 a	
critic	of	liberal	individualism	and	characterizing	her	as	a	thinker	whose




This	“pragmatist”	 impulse	 in	poststructuralism	is	 therefore	 in	 line	with	 the	
classical	American	pragmatism	of	Peirce,	James	and	Dewey	as	well	as	with	
their	neopragmatist	variation	in	Rorty	and	Unger’s	radicalized	form	of	prag-
matism.	According	 to	Rorty,	 the	principle	question	 in	pragmatism	 is:	 “For	
what	purposes	would	 it	be	useful	 to	hold	 that	belief?”9	 It	 is	 the	priority	of	
practical	effects	upon	the	life	of	(global)	society	as	a	whole	that	marks	the	
pragmatist’s	account	of	“truth”.	I	 therefore	find	dialogic	exchange	between	
the	 poststructuralists	 and	 pragmatists	 extremely	 important	 for	 the	 current	

















In	his	last	three	books	–	Democracy Realized (1998),	What Should the Left 
Propose	 (2005),	 and	 The Self Awakened	 (2007)	 –	 Unger’s	 philosophical	
thought	 seems	 to	 run	along	 two	avenues:	 firstly,	 he	 is	developing	his	own	
progressive	and	alternative	theory	of	democracy	in	Democracy Realized	by	
using	 various	 arguments	 from	economics,	 politics,	 law	 and	 social	 science;	
secondly,	he	is	proposing	his	own	political	philosophy	in	The Self Awakened.	
In	Democracy Realized,	Unger	pragmatistically	argues	for	“democratic	ex-



























Todd	May,	The Moral Theory of Poststructur-





Richard	Rorty,	Philosophy and Social Hope,	
Penguin,	London	1999,	p.	xxiv.
10
L.	Irigaray,	I Love to You	 (tr.	by	A.	Martin),	
Routledge,	 New	York	 and	 London	 1996,	 p.	
129.	Cf.	also	 the	“hybridization”	of	cultures	
–	see	Rorty’s	paper	“Philosophy	and	the	Hy-
bridization	 of	Cultures”,	 in:	 Roger	T.	Ames	
and	Peter	D.	Hershock	(eds.),	Educations and 
Their Purposes: A Conversation among Cul-
tures,	University	of	Hawai‘i	Press	and	East-
West	 Philosophers	 Conference,	 Honolulu	
2008,	pp.	41–53.	In	this	paper	Rorty	is	stating	





Roberto	 M.	 Unger,	 Democracy Realized,	
Verso,	London	2001,	p.	5ff.	In	this	work,	Un-
ger	develops	–	on	the	basis	of	the	American	
pragmatist	 method	 proposed	 by	 W.	 James	
and	 J.	Dewey	–	a	visionary,	 although	by	no	
means	 simply	 utopian	 philosophy	 of	 demo-
cratic	 experimentalism.	 His	 method	 strives	
to	 identify	 the	 most	 pressing	 problems	 of	
contemporary	 democratic	 societies	 (social	
non-cohesion,	 economic	 and	 social	 differ-
ences),	while	avoiding	ideological	labels	that	
hindered	considerations	of	the	experience	of	
democratic	coexistence	 in	 the	 traditional	so-
cial	and	political	thought.	Unger	thus	strives	
to	 create	 conditions	 and	 room	 for	 credible	
alternatives	 to	 the	 neo-liberal	 economic	 and	
political	 system	 at	 a	 time	 when	 in	 political	
discourse	the	old	and	traditional	divisions	to	
the	left	and	right	are	yielding	to	a	utilitarian	
politico-economic	 reality.	 With	 his	 theory	
Unger	refers	to	countries	that	have	cultivated	
or	developed	their	democratic	tradition	on	the	



































In	 his	 search	 for	 a	 credible	 ethical	 alternative,	Unger	 offers	 two	 analyses:	
in	the	“First	digression”	(“Nature	in	Its	Place”)	he	proposes	to	rethink	anew	










importance	 to	 reconstruct	 the	space	of	proximity	between	us.	On	 the	other	
hand,	we	are	now	“able	to	question	the	effects	of	our	actions	on	the	animate	
and	inanimate	nature	surrounding	us”.20	We	share	our	world	with	numerous	
beings.	 In	 search	 for	ethics,	we	have	 to	 find	a	balance	between	 two	major	
initiatives	 of	 the	 human	mind:	 humanity’s	 progress	 characterized	with	 the	





































It	 is	 the	 idea	that	both	postulates	are	sustained	by	the	“natural”	division	of	
society	into	classes	and	castes.	In	my	opinion,	with	the	third	element	Unger,	
giving	its	dues	to	Marxism,	among	others,	is	indirectly	critically	referring	to	

















rience	 in	naturalistic	 language”	 (p.	47).	 It	 is	
an	argument	 that	 resembles	Rorty’s	 justified	
criticism	of	the	“metaphysical”	Dewey	in	his	
Consequences of Pragmatism	(see	R.	Rorty’s	
essay	 “Dewey’s	 Metaphysics”,	 in:	 Richard	
Rorty,	Consequences of Pragmatism: Essays, 
1972–1980,	 University	 of	 Minnesota	 Press,	
Minneapolis	1982).	On	a	defence	of	the	non-
metaphysical	 character	 in	 Dewey’s	 philoso-
phy	of	experience	see	my	paper	“Pragmatism	
and	Social	Ethics:	An	Intercultural	and	Phe-
nomenological	 Approach”,	 Contemporary 
Pragmatism 5	(1/2008),	pp.	121–146.
19






Unger	 rightly	 contends	 that,	 metaphysically	
speaking,	 the	Western	and	non-Western	phi-











































































political	and	ethical	 theory.	Moreover,	 I	am	 inclined	 to	say	 that	 it	comple-




























in	 his	 notion	 of	 a	 tripartite	 ideology	 of	 the	
Indo-Europeans.
26
















Cf.	his	important	book	The American Evasion 
of Philosophy,	 The	 University	 of	 Wiscon-
sin	 Press,	Madison	 (WI)	 1989,	 pp.	 214	 and	
222.	 In	 the	 concluding	 chapter	 of	 his	 book	
on	 “Prophetic	Pragmatism”,	West	 character-
izes	 Unger’s	 project	 “as	 the	 most	 elaborate	
articulation	of	a	third-wave left romanticism”	
(p.	 214),	 a	 project,	 situated	 between	 the	 ef-









Against	 this	 conception	 of	 the	 politics	 in	 “prophetic	 pragmatism”	 I	would	




























It	was	also	a	new	relation	 to	nature	 in	orienting	us	more	 towards	what	we	
have	 in	 us	 (our	 natural	 capacities	 and	 dispositions),	 opening	 the	 question	
of	the	effects	of	our	actions	on	the	animate	and	inanimate	nature	surround-










forming	 a	world	 of	 human	 freedom,	 a	 democratic	world.	 For	 Irigaray,	 the	
























U dijalogu za demokraciju
R. M. Ungerova pragmatistička vizija demokratskog eksperimentalizma 
i istraživanja demokracije kod Luce Irigaray
Sažetak
Članak se fokusira na R. M. Ungerovu pragmatističku viziju demokratskog eksperimentalizma 
i moguće primjene na suvremenu interkulturalnu filozofiju. Povezuje se polje političke i soci-
jalne misli američkog pragmatizma (Dewey, Rorty, Unger) sa suvremenim gorućim pitanjima 
interkulturalne filozofije. U drugom je dijelu Ungerova filozofija stavljena u dijalog s filozofi-
jom Luce Irigaray otvarajući tako novu platformu za etičko-političku viziju demokracije u eri 
globalizacije. Analiza demokratskog eksperimentalizma se, na taj način, sama uspostavlja kao 
alternativni projekt političke etike te kao Ungerov i Irigarayin projekt demokratskog eksperi-













See	 Luce	 Irigaray,	 Democracy Begins Be-
tween Two,	The	Athlone	Press,	London	2000	
(first	 published	 in	 Italian	 in	1994);	Between 
East and West,	New	Age	Books,	New	Delhi	
2005	 (first	 published	 in	 French	 in	 1999);	
The Way of Love,	Continuum,	London	2008	
(12002);	Sharing the World, Continuum, Lon-
don	2008.
39











Ibid.,	 pp.	 34,	 59.	About	 interculturality	 and	









Im Dialog für die Demokratie
R. M. Ungers pragmatistische Vision des demokratischen Experimentalismus 
und der Demokratieforschung bei Luce Irigaray
Zusammenfassung
Diese Arbeit fokussiert sich auf R. M. Ungers pragmatistische Vision des demokratischen 
Experimentalismus sowie dessen etwaige Anwendung auf die zeitgenössische interkulturelle 
Philosophie. Hierbei wird das Sachgebiet des politischen und sozialen Gedankens aus dem 
amerikanischen Pragmatismus (Dewey, Rorty, Unger) mit den kontemporären Kernfragen der 
interkulturellen Philosophie in Verbindung gebracht. Im zweiten Teil wird Ungers Philosophie 
mit jener Luce Irigarays in Dialog gesetzt, wodurch eine neue Plattform zur ethisch-politischen 
Demokratievision in der Globalisierungsära eröffnet wird. Somit stellt sich die Analyse des 
demokratischen Experimentalismus selbsttätig her – als Alternativprojekt politischer Ethik bzw. 






En dialogue pour la démocratie
La vision pragmatique de l’expérimentalisme démocratique de R. M. Unger 
et l’étude de la démocratie chez Luce Irigaray
Résumé
L’article se focalise sur la vision pragmatique de l’expérimentalisme démocratique de R. M. 
Unger et sur sa mise en application possible dans le domaine de la philosophie interculturelle 
contemporaine. Le champ de la pensée politique et sociale dans le pragmatisme américain 
(Dewey, Rorty, Unger) est mis en relation avec des questions importantes de la philosophie 
interculturelle contemporaine. Dans la deuxième partie, la philosophie de Unger est mise en 
dialogue avec la philosophie de Luce Irigaray, ouvrant ainsi une nouvelle plate-forme pour une 
vision éthico-politique à l’ère de la globalisation. L’analyse de l’expérimentalisme démocrati-
que se pose ainsi comme un projet alternatif d’éthique politique et comme le projet d’expéri-
mentalisme démocratique de Unger et de Irigaray à l’ère de la globalisation.
Mots-clés
Roberto	M.	Unger,	Luce	Irigaray,	pragmatisme,	expérimentalisme	démocratique,	philosophie	inter-
culturelle,	éthique	sociale,	globalisation
